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REMARKABLE ANCIENT CEMETERY IN THE COUNTY OF DOWN. 



Seventy -five years ago there existed in the demesne of Lord Londonderry, at Mountstewart, near 
the village of Grey Abbey, a cairn of considerable size, formed, in the usual manner, with small stones 
heaped together, and presenting no peculiarity in its appearance to distinguish it from other tumuli 
of the the same kind which are so numerous throughout Ulster. Circumstances, however, having 
rendered its removal desirable, it was opened about the year 1786, and disclosed a very remarkable 
cemetery contained within it; Fortunately, an intelligent observer, residing near the place, took an 
interest in the discovery, and carefully watched the progress of the excavation. The late Dr. 
Stephenson of Belfast, who then resided at Grey Abbey, noted down all the particulars, and 
published, at a subsequent period, a short description of the place in a pamphlet, now out of print 
and forgotten, entitled An Historical Essay on the Parish and Congregation of Greyabtiey, by S. M. 
Stephenson, M. D. (Belfast, 1828.) As this is the only record now remaining of a very interesting 
discovery, we think it well worthy of being preserved in a more permanent form, especially as we 
are able to give a copy of the engraving which accompanied the description, and which renders it 
quite intelligible. 

EXTRACTS FROM Br. STEPHENSON'S PAMPHLET. 
" My intention in describing those small monuments is, that the reader might more easily 
conceive the meaning of a description of the contents of a very extensive monument, which I had 
an opportunity of minutely examining, and which stood in a beautiful little plain, near the Temple 
of the Winds in Mountstewart demesne, in the possession of the R* Hon ble Robert Stewart, afterwards 
Lord Londonderry. This ancient tumulus had the appearance of a Carn, or great heap of stones, 
about five feet high, and thirty feet diameter at the base. An English projector supposed that if 
this plain were improved by drains, and the trenches filled up with the contents of this heap of 
stones, its beauty and utility would be greatly increased. As soon as leave was given, the trenches 
were cut, and men were ordered to complete the work. The men fortunately commenced at the 
south side of the heap : here they found a great stone covering four flags on edge as a box, one at 
bottom. A man saw at top a smaH earthen vessel, which he imagined contained hidden treasure. 
The men struggling for the prize soon broke the vessel, and, as their reward, found in it a small 
quantity of blackish granulated earth. ' This vessel, and every one they found in the tumulus; were 
about the size of a quart measure. The bottom of the box, or, as we may call it, the tomb, was 
strewed over with fragments of bones which had been exposed to an intense degree of heat, and 
with bits of charcoal of wood. Some of these tombs contained a little gravel mixed with the other 
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contents ; which, shows that the bodies containing these bones were burnt upon a gravelly shore, 
and that, in sweeping up the bones, a little gravel was swept up with them. All the urns were 
nearly of the same size, but not perfectly of the same form. This may be seen in Harris's Ware 
vol. 2, fol., Dublin edition. The urnB were made of the common clay which abounds in this 
country, and were formed upon a potter's wheel. They were generally heart-shaped, and orna- 
mented with differently formed chasings, but without the figure of any animal, hieroglyphic, or 
letter of inscription upon them. The bottom of each was softer than the mouth : we conclude 
that they were burnt by placing them upon a stone, and putting fire around them. The bottom 
of each box generally consisted of one entire flag ; when such could not be found, the bottom con- 
sisted of small flags cemented together with common clay. In some of the tombs, in place of an urn, 
a little clay was found : in that case the covering lid was too small, or the under side of it too 
convex, which allowed the rain-water to fall upon the urn, and reduce it to its original appearance. 
Each box was about three feet long by eighteen inches wide. In the centre of the Cam a chest 
was found four times as large as any of the rest ; the cover of it was lower than the Cam, so that 
it allowed a hollow in the centre of the Cam. The chest was east and west ; it was perfectly clean, 
without either bones or urn in it, which shows it was intended as a directory to point out the 
position of the small tombs. The whole of the Carn, south of the centre, was closely and regularly 
filled with the small tombs; and in the north-west corner of each box an urn was found, thus : — 

"Although no tombs or urns were found on the north side of 

the Cam, stones were occasionally added to it, and uniformly 

preserved. 



" The number of the tombs and urns cannot now be precisely ascertained : I think we may 
safely say they were between sixty and seventy. Each urn was placed in a point within the tomb 
which corresponded with a similar point in every other tomb, that is, in the north-west corner. 

" It is necessary to observe, that the small draught is a representation of the appearance of 
the boxes, after the small stones were removed off the tumulus, except the great centre chest." 



Four very perfect specimens of the urns found in this cemetery are still in the possession of 
Dr. llobert Stephenson, of Wellington Place, Belfast, the successor of the gentleman above 
referred to ; and by his permission the acceompanying accurate drawings of them have been made. 
They are represented one-quarter of the actual size. These urns are all different in their 
ornamentation, though nearly similar in form and dimensions ; and probably represent the chief 
varieties that were discovered. They are of the size and shape of those most generally found in 
this country, and are as hard and solid as when they left the workman's hand. They were 
exhibited with the great collection of Ulster antiquities in the Belfast Museum in 1852, during the 
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meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, and formed part of a most 
extensive series of sepulchral urns found in the province, which excited the surprise of the visitors, 
especially of those from England. Indeed, the records existing of the repeated discovery of such 
urns throughout the whole North of Ireland, prove that this mode of interment was, at some period, 
universal ; though, as yet, we have no clue to determine the date. The urna are usually found 
deposited singly under cairns of stones, or in earthen tumuli ; occasionally in considerable numbers 
in the same place, but without any apparent regularity in their position. No account, however, 
that we are aware of, has yet been published of so systematic an arrangement as occurs in this 
cemetery, where the stone coffin or cist is combined with the urn-interment. 

[Edit.] 



RESULTS OF EXCAVATIONS IN HIGH STREET, BELFAST. 



Although many new and spacious streets in Belfast now rival the old leading thoroughfare, High 
Street, it still continues to be the principal artery through which circulates the traffic of the town. IU 
superior width has arisen from the circumstance that, until the close of the last century, the river 
which flows down its centre remained open through its whole extent, and a convenient space inter- 
vened between its banks and the row of houses on each side : so that on market and fair-days there was 
ample room for the erection of booths without impeding the thoroughfare. Besides wooden foot- 
bridges, the river was crossed by the following stone«bridges : one opposite Bridge Street (whence it 
has its name), one opposite Church Lane and Skipper Street, and another between the two, in front 
of the establishment of Mr. John G. M c Gee. Kemains of these three bridges were found in good 
condition during the recent excavations. From the following advertisement, which appears in the 
Belfast News-Letter of 5th August, 1775, it would appear that there was likewise another stone- 
bridge higher up : — 

"A MILCH-ASS, 
" The foal newly dropped, to be sold by auction, on the Stone-bridge, 
before the Donegall Arms, Belfast, exactly at one of the clock, on Friday the 
12th instant." 
Towards the close of the last century, the river was, for the first time, arched over as far down 
as the site of the present St. George's Church : and about the years 1808-11, the arching was con- 
tinued as far as Store Lane. ]STo record exists of any objects found in the river at these periods. 
In 1854-5, this arched sewer was opened and re-built from Store Lane to Skipper Street or above it. 



